Comprehensive exams mark a turning point in the careers of doctoral students; however, most doctoral programs do not fully prepare students for the comprehensive exam process. This paper provides an overview of autoethnography as a valid qualitative research method to explore one doctoral student's journey through the exam process. A reflexive narrative approach informed by feminist and constructivist perspectives describes and gives meaning to the process. The author describes and interprets her experience, emotions, and encounters with self and with others during the exams. It is through this process the author finds meaning, history, and reflections for the future. This paper concludes with recommendations, thoughts about how doctoral committees can best support students, and the need for additional flexibility and supports for doctoral students with family responsibilities.
Introduction
Autoethnography is a qualitative research method based on writing and reflection that allows researchers to explore personal experiences through social, cultural or political contexts. It works best when the researcher seeks to gain a cultural understanding of self and others (Chang, 2008) . In this approach, the researcher is both the subject and the researcher. Autoethnographic research methods help answer research questions relating to an experience that is not well understood or lived by others. In the past, autoethnography was mainly used by disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, and education; yet today autoethnographic research approaches are emerging as a valid and meaningful research method by other disciplines including psychology, health sciences, and political science (Creswell, 2007; McIlveen, 2008) . However, researchers from more positivist and empirical orientations feel autoethnographic approaches are not valid and therefore not an appropriate method for research within the academic institutions. Thus, the purpose of this paper is to demonstrate the use of autoethnography as a valid research method within the academy. The author uses feminist and constructivist perspectives to situate the meaning of the experience within a broader body of literature and through this, discovers the meaning of the doctoral comprehensive exam process.
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search method and takes the reader through a step-by-step process of the autoethnographic process. A reflexive narrative approach is used to construct and describe the doctoral comprehensive exam process. This creates a story. The author describes and interprets her experience, emotions, and encounters with self and with others during the exams. It is through this process the author finds meaning, history, and reflections for the future. This paper concludes with recommendations, both how doctoral committees can best support students, and the need for additional flexibility and supports for doctoral students with family responsibilities.
Forms of Autoethnographies
Autoethnography is based in theory and practice through various forms of critical inquiry (McIlveen, 2008) . Multiple forms of autoethnography exist, for example, analytic, community, personal narratives, co-constructed narratives, and evocative (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011) . Like other qualitative research methods (Carter & Little, 2007) , autoethnographic forms serve different purposes. For example, the analytic form of autoethnography often seeks to establish objectivity whereas the evocative form aims to generate empathy from the reader (McIlveen, 2008) . In comparison, community autoethnographies use the experiences of researchers working in partnership with a community to describe social and cultural context (Vande Berg & Trujillo, 2008) . Of all autoethnographic forms, personal narratives are the most controversial. Some feel that researchers who write about themselves (personal narratives) are arrogant, self-absorbed, full of emotion, and lacking understanding about what constitutes research. However, others feel that personal narratives serve an important purpose because they allow researchers to be both authentic and vulnerable while connecting with others to share their reflection and experiences (Ellis, 1999) . Similarities and differences between autoethnography, ethnography, biography, and autobiography must be recognized to fully realize the potential of autoethnography as a research method. Unlike ethnographic research, where researchers use observations and interviews to gain understanding of others, autoethnographic research uses the researcher's own experiences to gain understanding and make meaning of experiences (Polkinghorne, 1991) . There are differences between each approach that can be answered by these questions: 'Who is the subject of research?' Value of autoethnography Ellis (2000) describes autoethnography as art, science, and self. As a research method, autoethnography requires reflexivity, subjectivity, vulnerability, and authenticity.
Autoethnographies work best when they are applied to an experience or context from which the author seeks to understand or derive meaning. Often these experiences involve conflict and are situated within a broader social context or worldview. (Meekums, 2008) , further educational research (Starr, 2010) , and expand understanding of professional leadership and management (Kempster & Stewart, 2010) .
Criticisms of autoethnography
Critics of ethnographic approaches feel they are not research, but just stories (Ellis, 1999) . Many qualitative and ethnographic researchers have countered this argument by demonstrating stories that emerge from ethnographic approaches that deepen our understanding of the world (Ellis, 2004; Reissman, 2008) . Unlike more traditional forms of scientific research, objectivity is not the intention or goal and results are not generalizable to other populations, cultures, individuals, or experiences. Some feel autoethnographies lack rigor, theory and analytical components (Ellis, 1999) . Others feel it is not possible to write publically and ethically (Delamont, 2007) . The irony is that critics feel that autoethnographies focus too much on people who already have power and privilege (Becker, 1967 ), yet most autoethnographers disagree. They feel the primary purpose of their research and writing is to achieve social justice (Ellis et al., 2011) and to give away their privilege and power by deepening understanding of the actual social, cultural, and political structures in place that oppress those without power and privilege.
Validity and Reliability
Unlike other approaches to research, autoethnographers achieve validity and reliability by establishing a connection with the reader. Within autoethnographic approaches, truth is what makes writers want to write and readers want to read. There is a vulnerability that comes from emotions, feelings, and memories that forms the basis of an emergent truth we seek to replicate through story rather than an absolute truth that more traditional research approaches seek to achieve. Emergent truth relates to validity and requires the writer to tell his or her story in such a way that the reader sees, feels, and experiences the events from the writer's perspective. Ellis and colleagues (2008) write that validity is achieved when the reader feels empathy toward the writer and subject matter.
Reliability is related to validity, but seeks to establish the credibility of writer. The reliability of autoethnography might be assessed by the likelihood that the author actually experienced the events he or she writes about in the way narratives are written (Ellis et al., 2011) . Along these lines, it is worth mentioning that while autoethnographies are not meant to be generalizable, they must resonate with readers in a way that helps them understand an unfamiliar experience (Ellis, 2004) . Finally, in qualitative research, there is an inherent subjectivity and bias that must be acknowledged by the reader, subject, researcher, and critics. Autoethnography is perhaps the most biased, influenced, and interpretive form of qualitative research. Researchers must disclose this bias to the reader with the goal of helping the reader derive meaning from experiences shared and the worldview from which the author writes.
Selection of Reflective Narrative Autoethnographic Approach
A reflexive narrative autoethnographic approach (Berry, 2006; Ellis, 2004; Reissman; was selected because it allowed the author to examine the layers of journal entries written during the exam process. Ellis is one of the main writers and experts on autoethnography as a research method; she writes that autoethnography is "part auto or self and part ethno or culture" (p. 32). She goes on to define autoethnographies as "writing about the personal and its relationship to culture…. that displays multiple layers of consciousness (p. 37, 2004 Ellis et al. (2008) , Spry (2001) , and Wall (2008) . There are subtle differences in how the authors describe an autoethnographic approach, yet most agree that autoethnography is a form of narrative inquiry (Chang, 2008) . Autoethnography also compliments the goals of social science research in a postmodern environment (Wall, 2008) where there is not just one truth, but many emergent truths.
The sections that follow use an autoethnographic approach informed by theoretical and practical insights (Jones & Alony, 2011) to illustrate how autoethnographic approaches can be employed by doctoral students and researchers from a variety of disciplines as a valid method. This requires a mix of first and third person text where the first person text is in italics and represents the author's subjective experiences and the third person text represents theoretical and methodological insights from the field.
This story is what I carry with me as a researcher, and in this case the subject of research. I am the author, the researcher, and the subject. In this paper, I will tell you about my experience in the doctoral comprehensive exam process. This telling is important because it is how I disclose my biases that influence my understanding, experience, and interpretation of events that led up to and culminated in the completion of doctoral comprehensive exams.

The Researcher and the Researched
An autoethnographic approach was selected by the author to explore and make meaning of the comprehensive exam experience (Polkinghorne, 1991) , and through this process the author came to understand her own life, self, history, and connection to the world. I am a 37-year old female. I am a mother, wife, gardener, traveler, auntie, sister, mentor, student, and 
Data
Data collection and analysis in autoethnographic research is similar to other forms of qualitative research. Data were collected by the author, analyzed, and the interpretation was then written. Data included participation in certain events, observations of self and self in relation to others, writing and reading daily journal entries, various emails sent during the exam process, and conversations the author had with herself and with others. Data were verified by triangulating several data sources and experiences. Data were then analyzed and interpreted to determine the meaning of the experience in relation to the comprehensive exam process. Feminist and constructivist perspectives were used by the author when reviewing the data because the author was most interested in understanding the experience and how it related to gender and her family responsibilities. Following the recommendations of Chang (2008), the author was careful and critical of the data because the overall purpose of the experience was to find meaning based on what was recalled, observed, or felt during the experience. This gave the author a deeper understanding of her often conflicting roles as a mother and doctoral student. First the author wrote autobiographical texts about her experience in the exam process and journals, letters, and memos during the 3-week exam process. She also reflected on the oral exam process, what she did, what was said, and how she felt. After the process was complete, she used the autobiographical texts to create an autoethnography.
Theory
Theory helped the author relate the significance of the comprehensive exams within a broader cultural, political, and social context. I read Guba and Lincoln's (1994) 
work on paradigm positions and practical issues (p.112) that inform qualitative research. This prompted me to select feminist and constructivist perspectives to relate my experience to an existing body of literature and thought.
The feminist perspective allowed the author to describe her experiences as a woman and was based on the idea that women and men interpret and experience the world around them differently (Smith, 1987) . The constructivist paradigm asserts that the nature of knowledge is based on individual reconstructions and consensus and is hermeneutic, dialectal and is useful for reconstructing previously held beliefs, thoughts, or ways of knowing (Guba & Lincoln., 1994, p. 111) . This paradigm seeks to increase understanding of the world and helped the author reconstruct the history, days, and events that made up the comprehensive exam process. 
Overview of Comprehensive Exams
Comprehensive exams mark a turning point in the careers of doctoral students. However, most doctoral programs do not fully prepare students for the exam process (Ali & Kohun, 2007) . Often exam questions require students to draw on their own experiences, professional positions, and test newly acquired doctoral skills. The exam process varies by discipline, university, department, degree, and committee, but the outcome is the same, students either pass or fail. An estimated 50% of doctoral students who enter doctoral degree programs drop out before they graduate (Smallwood, 2004) ; but less is known about the experiences of doctoral students and the rigorous comprehensive exam process. Students who pass the comprehensive exam process often go on to write and defend dissertation proposals, advance to candidacy, and then graduate with doctoral degrees.
Students with newly acquired doctoral degrees represent the new face of academia, where women and minorities are gaining ground and diversifying the traditionally white male-dominated faculty ranks (Aguirre, 2000) . Yet, recent studies report that gender inequality persists within academy despite the fact that women are now earning doctoral degrees at about the same rate as men (Winslow, 2010) . Gender inequalities are evident in the ways that women faculty members achieve promotion and tenure to full professor at a slower rate than their male counterparts; women are less likely to hold administrative positions, and they earn less than men (Krefting, 2003; Winslow, 2010) . Therefore, it is critical to understand possible reasons for gender inequalities and how to best support the continued diversification of women and minorities within the academy through the doctoral granting process.
One possible reason for gender inequalities might be related to family status. Previous studies report that parenthood impacts women's employment experiences more than men's (Kaufman & Uhlenberg, 2000) , and often implicit and explicit biases exist toward faculty members with family dependents and responsibilities. For example, within the academy, the ideal faculty member is an individual with a partner at home to manage the day-to-day needs of dependents and family life (Winslow, 2010) . Institutions must recognize that to best support doctoral students with family dependents and responsibilities, changing norms, promoting flexibility for work-life balance, and additional understanding are often required. This recognition is not only needed once students earn their doctoral degrees and begin working in the new academy, but also during the doctoral preparation process, including coursework, comprehensive exams, and dissertation research.
In the overview of comprehensive exams above, I provide context, rationale, and meaning to capture the reader's attention. As a general rule, the validity of autoethnography is based on the premise that the author tells a story and situates the context with relevant literature and paradigmatic approaches. At this point in the autoethnography process it would be difficult to establish validity of the method if I, the author (and subject), had never experienced academia or the comprehensive exam process. This is the distinguishing aspect of autoethnography as a method; it requires the researcher and subject to share an experience with transparency and vulnerability. 
Student, Committee, and Context
Exam Question 1
Exam Question 1 arrived via email at 8:17am Monday morning. The author had 13 days to respond (Table 2) . What are some currently unanswered questions related to the high rates of diabetes affecting American Indian/Alaska Native populations? Pick one of these unanswered questions and design a mixed-methods study that you think would help to answer that question. At this point in the process, the author has demonstrated vulnerability, truth and a struggle between the worlds of at home responsibilities and a soon to be academic. Situating the comprehensive exam process within a feminist paradigm allowed the author to describe her experiences as a woman and mother with truth and vulnerability that is not often voiced in more traditional research methods. Validity and reliability is established through a connection with the reader and an emergent truth found through story.
Days into Comprehensive Exams It is 6am, I have been up for hours, and well longer if you count being up throughout the night to care for a sick child, but the point is that I am not functioning well due to inadequate sleep. As a mother, the role of caring for our children always supersedes school work. days into a 14 day comprehensive exam process and absolutely piles of papers but no direction on where I want to go. I feel overwhelmed with the task of designing an intervention study that will actually work, and not simply duplicate what millions of others have done (that has failed to work). The challenge is presenting something new, with the risk of it being a flop, or not well received by the committee because it is so drastically different than what others have proposed in previous interventions.
Day 4 Finding Direction After reading most of yesterday, in-between caring for a sick child I have come to a place where I am feeling comfortable about the direction of what my responses will be. I am excited to begin writing and have about 60 sticky notes all over my computer with relevant literature. I wish I would have read up on this area before I got the questions because it feels completely new, almost discovery and my mind has never conceived these things before.
Day 5 Woke up at 4am then slept until 5:30am, got up and dove into the literature. I am still finding a ton of articles that I need to read, but time is running out. I need to just go for it. Went to yoga, this helped clear my mind. I was driving and somewhat overcome with emotion, feelings of complete inadequacy, overwhelming joy that I am to this point, and feelings of support from all of the people that have mattered to me. I feel like the voices of the authors in the manuscripts are really coming alive now. I can almost see them, and what they mean. This is helping me get a handle on what my proposed research exam question will be.
Exam Question 2
Exam Question 2 arrived via email at 8:37am Monday morning and the author had 5 days to respond (Table 3) . In the next section the author describes the day before the oral defense and the oral exam process. As with many doctoral comprehensive exams there is a written and oral examination. There were specific questions in the oral exam process too, for example:
Day 17 I turned in Exam Question
Day 24
Committee Member 1-'Why do you think this group of women experiences more risk factors than any other?'
Table 3. Comprehensive Exam Question 2
You have one business week to complete this exam section. Please submit your written response to all committee members by the close of business on May 24. Prepare an essay of no more than 10 pages, single-spaced that discusses the dilemmas you face as a white researcher conducting research on issues facing Native American populations in the communities in which you work. You should include historical and personal examples (from the literature, oral tradition and/or your personal experience) that illustrate the issues that you discuss. Future doctoral students, committee members, the academy, and family/other support networks should keep these four recommendations in mind: 1) planning for the process, 2) use a basic research design method and justification if applicable, 3) write letters, and 4) acknowledge selfdoubt (imposter syndrome) and move on.
You Passed
Plan where, how, and when you write and think best. No matter how much one clears their calendars for comprehensive exams, there will always be menial tasks like writing birthday cards, watching 5-hours of Gold Rush with sick children, wiping down furniture that has not seen a dust rag in months, cleaning floors, picking weeds, even going through bins with old magazines to discard the old ones. Avoiding the inevitable of writing, reading, and rewriting caused me more anxiety and less time to put together a complete and well-thought-out response. Therefore, it is important for students to identify what they need to be successful and the environments that are most conducive to success. Also a strong support system is needed, especially for parents of children who may become sick.
Caution about innovation and context. Students must recognize that most researchers write about the same things in somewhat different ways. Few studies are truly innovative and often there is a reason for this-it is called generalizability, applicability, fundability, rigor, and evidence. When doctoral students try to be innovative they might actually lose ground or confidence of their committee. The exam process may be smoother if students select standard study designs with an acceptable evidence base. A student's training and professional experiences impact the ways they respond to exam questions, and students are taught that context matters. For example, the author's knowledge of research ethics, community context/capacity, and cultural norms were factors in how she approached the study design, research questions, methodology, and ethical questions. However, students must balance contextual factors with a solid research design, methodology, and justification.
Write letters. Students should write letters to committee members during and after the exams. If students wait to write letters, their emotions and vulnerabilities may be difficult to capture. This process also helps to bracket or set aside emotions. Letters also help committee members know how students approached the exam questions and provide insight into the challenges students have during the process. For example, one committee member said they realized the difficulty of the questions only after the author wrote the letter about the process. Letters also help committee members gain a deeper understanding of what it is like to be a doctoral student enduring the comprehensive exam process. Below is an excerpt from a letter that the author wrote and submitted with comprehensive Exam Question 1. Imposter Syndrome. This syndrome is common in academe, and successful people with this syndrome often feel that they are a fraud and not worthy of success (see Cozzaraelli & Major, 1990 
Conclusion
This paper illustrates the use of autoethnographic approaches in research with the aim of 'making sense' of an experience while gaining a deeper understanding of self in relation to others. Unlike other qualitative research methods that require extensive data collection, analysis, or coding to 'get it right' or find the truth-autoethnography speaks truth from the beginning. The author discloses without hesitation her experience and for many this untypical truth telling in research un-covers the meaning of human experience. Autoethnography as a research method helped the author make sense of the comprehensive exam process and deepened her understanding of who she was and who she was not. In Closing. Doctoral students benefit when the comprehensive exam process allows for reflexivity. Although, most comprehensive exams rely on more traditional research methods, doctoral students and committee members must be open and supportive in the multiple ways that students express their emotions, design exam responses, and deal with the realities of life during the exam process. Most students are like the author, they do not have the luxury of checking into a quiet hotel room for weeks on end to write responses to exam questions. In fact, many students in similar situations lack social support and often report feelings of social isolation (Ali & Kohun, 2007 
Biography
Allyson Kelley is a community health evaluation research scientist with interests in building community capacity to address the cultural, social, and environmental factors that contribute differences in health outcomes in American Indian communities. She holds an adjunct assistant professor appointment in the Department of Public Health Education at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. She earned her Master's degree in Public Health Practice from the University of Alaska Anchorage and her Doctorate in Public Health Education from the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. Her interests are driven by what communities identify as most important. Most of her work is in Tribal communities where she works with Tribal organizations such as health departments, boys and girls clubs, Tribal Leaders, recovery programs, Tribal colleges, environmental departments, and non-profits. Allyson has worked with Tribal communities since 2005-as a research partner, evaluator, methodologist, educator, and research ethics advisor. Her efforts have resulted in funding and implementation of several successful programs aimed at building capacity to address disparities using strength-based approaches. She currently resides in New Mexico and is an independent consultant for a variety of Tribal public health initiatives.
